For personal use. Only reproduce with permission from The Lancet. On page 399 we report an outbreak of monkeypox in the midwestern USA, the first such outbeak in the western hemisphere. The likely source of the outbreak is a Gambian giant rat imported from Ghana, which came into contact with prairie dogs at a Chicago-area pet distributor. On page 395 we describe isolation from masked palm civets and a raccoon dog at a market in southern China of a virus almost identical to the coronavirus associated with severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). What both these examples illustrate is how trade in wild animals, whether as pets or for consumption, endangers human health.
This lesson should have been learnt and acted upon long ago. AIDS, the great human plague of the past 20 years, likely crossed over to human beings through contact with great apes in central Africa. Ebola infects these apes and human outbreaks probably begin with the despicable traffic in bushmeat. The bushmeat trade, estimated in 2000 to be worth £600 million a year, includes illegal importation into Europe. How long before ebola escapes Africa in the infected corpse of a chimpanzee?
We can count ourselves lucky that monkeypox is a usually mild, self-limiting infection that transmits poorly from human to human. Hindsight is a fine instrument, yet it has long been known that monkeypox can infect rodents, so carriage of the virus across the seas from its focus in central and west Africa in rodents exported as pets was predictable. A disturbing thought is that the cute-looking west African Mastomys sp rodents-the reservoir of Lassa fever-are among those exported. It would be reassuring to know that this is not occurring.
A maze of federal and state legislation governs the importation of wild animals and their products into the USA. Federal responsibility is shared between the Customs and Border Protection Service (part of the Department of Homeland Security), Fish and Wildlife Service, Department of Agriculture, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Importers of wildlife require a permit from the Fish and Wildlife Service and entry must be through a designated port. Importation of endangered animals is largely prohibited, but for non-endangered species the fact that-for example-800 000 iguanas are imported for the pet trade every year indicates that permits are not hard to obtain. There seem to be no quarantine restrictions on the importation of many species of wild animals. It is an anachronism that an individual may not bring meat or meat products into the USA from a foreign country, yet that same individual can obtain a permit to import a box of rats from west Africa.
The clear message of the monkeypox incident for US authorities should be that legislation on the importation of wild animals needs to be tightened, streamlined, and brought under the control of a single department. Indeed, on June 11, US Secretary of Health and Human Services Tommy Thompson announced an immediate ban on the importation of rodents from Africa, on their sale and movement within the USA, and on the sale and movement of prairie dogs between and within states. Although this move is to be applauded, it again demonstrates administrative confusion-surely this ban was the responsibility of the Director of the Fish and Wildlife Service, Steven Williams, or of his boss at the Department of the Interior, Gale Norton? If we accept that importation of wild animals represents a potential threat to human health, perhaps it might best be administered by the Department of Homeland Security.
In response to SARS, authorities in Shenzhen province are reported to be preparing legislation to outlaw the hunting, processing, purchasing, slaughtering, and consumption of wildlife, which will bring to an end thousands of years of traditional cuisine in the area. In the long-term, this is the course all governments should consider. The practice of taking animals from the wild for the pet trade also should swiftly be brought to an end. There will be fierce opposition to any such moves, and some of the trade will move underground, but if we can abolish such entrenched cultural traditions as burning at the stake and slavery, we can abolish the clear danger to human health of the wildlife trade.
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